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Lois McCubbin shows the 
necklace bearing her husband’s 
wedding ring that thieves took. It 
was recovered in a pawn shop. 


Prosecutors sharpen focus on 
financial abuse of the elderly 


BY MAX B. BAKER 
maxbaker @star-telegram.com 


FORT WORTH 

Lois McCubbin trusted the 
men standing at her front door 
offering to repair, for a reason- 
able price, drywall cracked by 
the shifting foundation of her 
North Richland Hills home. 

But little did the 87-year-old 
widow know that while one man 
took her to a back bedroom for 
an inspection, the other 
searched her home, stealing a 
credit card and her husband’s 


wedding ring. Once they got out 
the door, the thieves ran up 
about $1,500 in charges and 
hocked the family heirloom for 
$185. 

“Tt very much unnerved my 
mother,” said Diane Harris, one 
of McCubbin’s daughters. “She 
said, ‘They seemed like such 
nice men. They were clean.’ ... It 
broke my heart to tell her, ‘They 
were so, so nice and they were 
casing your house!’ ” 

Tarrant County prosecutors 
say McCubbin is just one exam- 
ple of an “epidemic” in crimes 
being committed against the 


area’s rapidly growing elderly 
population by trusted caretak- 
ers, loving family members and 
fast-talking strangers at the 
door. 

To take on this crime wave, 
the Tarrant County District 
Attorney’s office earlier this year 
established an elder financial 
fraud unit dedicated to prose- 
cuting this unique white-collar 
crime. In just seven months, the 
team already has handled more 
than 120 cases, gotten 50 in- 
dictments and regained 
$260,000 in lost cash. 

“We started in May with 35 


cases under investigation and 
three indicted,” said Lori Var- 
nell, the hard-charging former 
federal prosecutor who leads the 
unit with one other attorney and 
two investigators. “So you can 
imagine we are running. We are 
running in here. ... If you look at 
those numbers, it’s an epidem- 
ic.” 

Four months after opening up 
the unit Varnell also was in- 
strumental in creating the 
Financial Exploitation 
Prevention Center, a 


SEE ELDERLY, 8A 


COWBOYS PROVE FOOTBALL IS GAME OF MILLIMETERS 


RODGER MALLISON rmallison@star-telegram.com 


Football is a game of inches? How about millimeters? The Dallas Cowboys proved that Sunday night in Oakland when they eked out a 
20-17 victory over the Raiders to remain alive in the NFC playoff chase. Quarterback Dak Prescott, right, shown after scoring in the 
third quarter, kept the go-ahead drive alive in the fourth quarter when he barely made a first down on fourth-and-inches. Officials 
used a piece of paper to measure between the nose of the ball and the marker. The play led to Dan Bailey’s 19-yard field goal with 1:44 
left. In the waning seconds, Raiders quarterback Derek Carr fumbled the ball out of the end zone for a touchback to seal the win. 1B 


Texas landowners affected by building 
of border fence are not compensated 


BY T. CHRISTIAN MILLER, 
PROPUBLICA, AND JULIAN AGUILAR 
AND KIAH COLLIER 


The Texas Tribune 


Second in a two-part series. 
BROWNSVILLE 

One day several years ago, a 
crew of federal contractors 
turned up behind Melissa Solis’ 
family home, a modest house 
with white siding surrounded by 
fruit trees and farmland a few 
hundred yards from the Rio 
Grande. The workers cleared 
brush. They dug a deep trench. 
A pile driver sank steel deep 
into the ground. 

The work was disruptive, the 
noise a constant distraction for 
Solis and her parents. Snakes 


MARTIN DO NASCIMENTO The Texas Tribune 


Melissa Solis picks guavas behind her family home on Oklahoma 
Avenue in Brownsville. The fence is about 40 feet from the house. 


and cockroaches streamed in- 
side to flee the construction. 


The foundation shifted, knock- 
ing doors askew.. When it was 


over, the Department of Home- 
land Security had erected an 
18-foot-high metal fence behind 
the house - a border barrier to 
stop people from illegally cross- 
ing the river from Mexico into 
the United States. 

The construction workers 
moved on. But Solis could not. 

“Tt felt unreal,” said Solis, 43. 
“This is your life, your property. 
It’s not like you can pick up and 
go and relocate and move just 
like that.” 

Long before President Donald 
Trump promised to build a wall, 
Homeland Security used its 
powers of eminent domain to 
seize hundreds of acres of land 
in south Texas to construct a 
border fence. Under the law, if 
the government takes or damag- 
es your property, it’s supposed 
to pay to make you whole again. 
In Texas, the agency has paid 
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LOCAL & TEXAS 


TO DOCK, OR 
NOT TO DOCK? 


Dockless bike share 
programs are convenient 
but they can lead to the 
bikes piling up and 
cluttering sidewalks. 4A 
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BUSINESS 


POWER OUTAGE 
HALTS FLIGHTS 
IN ATLANTA 


A sudden power outage 
brought the world’s 
busiest airport to a 
standstill Sunday, 
grounding scores of 
flights in Atlanta. 5A 


NATION & WORLD 


NEXT PHASE OF 
GOP TAX PLAN 


Republicans, confident 
they’ve found the votes to 
pass a massive tax 
overhaul, entered the 
next phase of their effort 
Sunday, attempting to sell 
it to a public that may be 
deeply skeptical. 2A 
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